Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection

Utah State University Special Collections &
Archives

12-1-2022

Interview with David Pruden
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid

Recommended Citation
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives, "Interview with David Pruden" (2022). Utah State
University COVID-19 Oral History Collection. 75.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid/75

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by
the Utah State University Special Collections & Archives
at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@USU. For more information, please
contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

USU COVID-19 2022 Oral History
TRANSCRIPTION COVER SHEET
Interviewee(s):

David Pruden

Place of interview:
Date of interview:

Merrill-Cazier Library, Fife Room
March 9, 2022

Interviewer(s):
Recordist:
Photographer:

Todd Welch, Tameron Williams
Tameron Williams

Recording equipment: Zoom H5 Handy digital audio recorder; Senal ENG-18RL omnidirectional
microphone
Transcription equipment: NCH Express Scribe Transcription Software with Power Player foot pedal.
Transcribed by/date: Pioneer Transcription Services/Leigh Ann Stancil/13 June 2022
Transcript proofed by/date: David Pruden/02 August 2022
Brief description of interview: David Pruden, Director of the Disability Resource Center, discusses the
efforts of the center and his role as co-chair of the COVID CARE Team in responding to student’s needs
during the pandemic. Pruden addresses how the pandemic impacted some of Utah State’s most vulnerable
students and his role in aiding those individuals.
References:

TW: Todd Welch
DP:
David Pruden
TGRW: Tameron Gentry Raines Williams

NOTE: Interjections during pauses, transitions in dialogue (such as “umm”), and false starts and stops in
conversations are not included in transcribed. All additions to transcript noted with brackets.
TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Tuesday, May 3rd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing David Pruden, Director of
the Disability Resource Center or DRC, at Utah State University. This is another oral history
interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the
COVID [coronavirus disease] Collection Project graduate intern. Good afternoon, Mr. Pruden.

DP:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, let’s start by asking you when you started at Utah State University and what were the various
positions that you’ve served in during your USU career?

DP:

So, I actually started working for the Disability Resource Center back when I was an
undergraduate student here. I worked as a sign language interpreter for four years while I was
getting my bachelor’s degree. And then, I left the university and pursued graduate school
elsewhere and worked as a mental health therapist for a while. And then, I had an opportunity to
come back in 2007 and took a staff interpreter position with the university and was in that
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position for a couple of years and then became the assistant director in the Disability Resource
Center and eventually moved in to this position as the director.
TW:

And when did you become director?

DP:

Oh, gosh. Now you’re asking hard questions. It’s been maybe eight or nine years now.

TW:

And so, what exactly is the role and purpose of the Disability Resource Center at Utah State
University? I mean, what are the services you provide and the size of your team?

DP:

Yeah. So, our office works with the campus community and with individual students to make
sure that people with disabilities have an equal opportunity to participate in all of the activities
and programs here at the university.

[0:02:01.0]
So, we’ll spend part of our time kind of consulting with programs and with individual faculty
members on ways they might design their courses and their physical spaces and things like that
more inclusively, more accessible. And then, we also have, each year, about 1,800 students who
come in and meet with us to talk about their individual disabilities and the way that our
environment at the university impacts on that. And we’re looking for ways that we can remove
barriers to make sure that they have full participation during their time here. I’ve got a staff of
about 9 full-time employees. And then, it’ll range anywhere from about 10 to 20 hourly
employees who work with us too and they work on a number of different teams. Some are doing
things like document conversion, where we’re going into courses and making sure that the
electronic materials there are accessible to assistant technology devices like screen readers that
are used by blind people. Other groups are making sure that videos are captioned. And then I’ve
got interpreters who are in the classroom signing classes, all of those kinds of things.
TW:

Do you work much with the Academic and Instructional Services?

DP:

Yeah. So, that’s actually where my office currently lies, is we’re under AIS [academic
instructional services] and we made that move a number of years ago because it put us in such
close contact with the instructional designers who are working directly with faculty as their
developing courses. There’s just a lot that comes from being able to work with people when
they’re in the design stage of thinking things through. If we can make things accessible from the
get go, right when we’re designing things, it makes it a lot easier than trying to come in after the
fact to do individualized accommodations.

[0:04:05.1]
TW:

So, if we were to get in our time machine and go back to late 2019, early 2020, news on the
international-national stage of a virus that had originated in China but soon left the borders of
China and started to appear in countries throughout the world and including the United States in
early 2020. I remember having discussions with the Library Administrative Team about exactly
what that would mean for the services that the library provides. But how exactly did you, as the
director of the Disability Resource Center, begin your conversations and awareness of the
potential for the COVID pandemic reaching the United States, Utah State University, and the
services that you helped the faculty and the students with?

USU COVID-19 2022: DAVID PRUDEN

2

DP:

Yeah. So, it kind of evolved, you know, pretty quickly over those first few weeks. Initially, we
were just thinking about immunocompromised students and things that we often do when there’s
an uptick. Even just in kind of a flu season that may be worse than others, sometimes we’re
working with an increased number of students who may need to not be in the classroom for a
period of time, things like that. But it was only a matter of weeks as we discussed that before the
whole university was thinking about the possibility that we may need to shift to kind of a remote
or an online method of delivery. And thankfully, the DRC was, you know, right. We were hearing
about that as soon as those conversations happened. And so, even before it was being talked about
publicly, we were starting to get in to courses and think about, what are the kinds of things that
we need to do and have ready in case we need to make that transition.

[0:06:05.2]
So, those types of things included making sure, again, that any new materials that faculty were
going to be placing online were going to be accessible. We knew that there was going to be kind
of a barrage of new materials that maybe typically wouldn’t have been presented in Canvas that
would be during a transition like that. So, we were trying to think about ways that we would
support faculty as they put those types of things online. We were thinking about our interpreters
who typically are in the classroom having a physical presence. How were we going to have them
on Zoom to be able to interpret those things? Or we also use a lot of transcribers who sit in class
and type up word for word what the faculty are saying and we needed now, a remote way for
doing that through Zoom. So, like so many offices, we had maybe been in Zoom a time or two
but not very much. So, we started doing little tests inside of our office with interpreters, with
transcribers, just to figure out the technology.
TW:

Was this a Monday through Friday, nine to five operation or did it change, dramatically, your
mode of operation?

DP:

Yeah. At that point, inside the DRC, we were still working traditional hours and, you know, we’d
kind of mobilized more of our hourly employees. So, we had ramped up the number of people we
had working during those weeks as we headed into that transition to remote education. But we
were still working traditional hours.

TW:

Did you ever during the Spring semester of 2020 move your staff and your hourlies to remote
work situations?

DP:

Yeah. So, as soon as the university made that transition and courses were being offered remotely
for the most part, our employees were working remotely as well.

[0:08:04.4]
You know, even that, just the logistics of trying to take student staff who don’t always have-they
may have a computer that works fine for school and for light types of things. But some of the
captions and document conversion work that we do required a little bit more sophisticated
equipment and software. So, we were figuring out ways to transport computers home and set up
workstations for them inside of their apartments around Logan and those logistics. Thankfully,
we had plenty of things to do that. But that took probably a week and a half or so just to get
everybody set up to be able to work well remotely.
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TW:

In that Spring semester, we had interviewed Vice President Cowley earlier about the COVID
CARES [The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] monies that were available for
application. People could apply for monies to fill certain things to respond to the COVID
pandemic and the effect it had on instruction. Did the DRC apply for any funding and receive any
funding?

DP:

So, initially, we didn’t need a lot of funds in that regard. We did down the line realize how much
additional captioning that we had done as faculty put so much video material up and we were able
to get some of those COVID funds to cover quite a bit of that, actually. And that made a really
big difference for us.

TW:

So, you survived Spring semester. And in June of 2020, the decision was made that the students
were actually going to return to campus in the Fall semester of 2020. What did that look like for
the DRC, Academic and Instructional Services, and any new roles you might have inherited over
the course of that summer?

[0:10:06.8]
DP:

Yeah. So, by June we really weren’t doing anything more than looking forward. We were at that
point, already looking at Fall courses so, anything published by faculty. And we were continuing
to follow the same process that we had in the spring as those courses were moving remote. So, we
were taking maybe a little bit more involved role than we typically do in making sure that things
are accessible online. We knew that the plan was for students to return in the fall but we knew
how quickly we had to make that transition in spring. And so, we decided that we would make
sure that Fall courses-we had proactively done everything that we needed to so that if anything
shifted, that we were just ready to do that. So, that was really through the summer what we spent
our time on, is just preparing Fall semester because we typically have far fewer employees during
the summer. We wouldn’t have been able to make the shift quite as quickly. And so, being able to
spread that work out over a couple months made a big difference for us. It wasn’t really until
August that things really changed for us as we started to find out that fall was going to look quite
different that we might have anticipated.

TW:

So, we interviewed Ellis Bruch and I know that one of the things was the COVID containment
team that they formulated, or put together. There was the health ambassadors that would go
around in the Fall semester 2020 and clean all the classrooms and clean the public areas and the
meeting rooms in areas like the Taggart Student Center in the library. We also talked to Dr.
[Keith] Roper about the waste water testing and how they got really smart and used science to
actually try to follow where the spread of the virus was.

[0:12:10.5]
Talk to me a little bit about the COVID CARES Team and your role in that.
DP:

Yeah. So, as the university was putting together that plan for fall and thinking about how they
were going to work on containing students who might test positive, they realized there was going
to need to be a mechanism for providing support to students who were in isolation or in
quarantine. And that’s when the idea of this COVID CARE Team came about. And to be honest,
it was kind of just put out there inside of a meeting that I was in that wasn’t COVID related, that
there was a need for some people to chair this group. And the two pieces that they were looking
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for to make sure that this group could do was one, to coordinate accommodations that would need
to happened with faculty. So, if a student wasn’t going to be able to attend class in person, there
needed to be a way to communicate that to the faculty and to help the faculty provides the student
with good ways to attend remotely while they were in quarantine or isolation. And then the other
kind of skill set that they were looking for in that group was we knew that students, while they
were in quarantine or isolation, might experience some pretty significant mental health kinds of
concerns, some anxiety, some sense of isolation, some things like that. And the university already
has what we call the CARE Team and that’s a group who works with students who are
experiencing high levels of depression or anxiety and work to connect them with resources.
[0:14:07.3]
TW:

So, would you connect them with CAPS [Counseling and Psychological Services], for instance?
Or-

DP:

Yeah. So, often we’re connecting them with CAPS or if their level of risk rises, there’s kind of a
subgroup called the Behavioral Intervention Team that’s working with him as well. And at that
time, I was on the CARE Team and a member of BIT [behavioral intervention team]. And so,
there was actually two of us who chaired the COVID CARE Team together, Morgan Walton was
the universities case manager under the CARE Group. And so, her real kind of skill set is in the
mental health realm. So, she’s an LCSW [licensed clinical social worker] and she’s the one who,
at that time, was playing the most direct role in connecting students with mental health resources.
And then, I was the other chair because in my role in the DRC, we’re always working with
faculty around accommodations and that was kind of the skill set that I brought to it. And so, the
other thing that we were tasked with is trying to help coordinate some of the other supports. So,
you know, Dining Services played a really important role in getting food to all of those students
and the CARE Team was in charge of kind of coordinating with them to make sure that those
kind of services were rolling out and getting to students in the way that they should. We kind of at
times played a role of a liaison between Case Containment, who was asking student to quarantine
or isolate and providing them with those things, and any other group who was providing services
or help to students during that time.

TW:

What’s the size of the COVID CARES Team?

DP:

So, initially, it was just Morgan and myself. And we were asked to get-the first thought is that it
would be made up of a whole group of co-chairs.

[0:16:09.8]
And we were asked to get, I think it was, initially, a dozen or so administrators from all over the
university who would co-chair this group with us. Pretty quickly we figured out that having so
many individuals who were so dispersed and who were already so busy trying to run this, wasn’t
going to work very well. And so, Morgan and I just kind of brought it more in-house. We hired
about 10 hourly student employees who worked with us and that’s kind of how we continued
through that next year, was with the two of us acting as kind of the supervisors and chairs over
those 10 employees. And they would spend their day, you know, answering phone calls,
answering emails. We became in many instances, the interface between any student who had a
question about what was going on with either their quarantine or isolation, or sometimes it was
that they were worried about their roommates or other things going on. We would be answering a
USU COVID-19 2022: DAVID PRUDEN

5

lot of those questions and that’s what our staff was doing. But they were also just providing on
the ground services too. So, if a student needed their books picked up at the bookstore because
they were in quarantine and couldn’t get there, we’d run down and get them. Or maybe they had
prescriptions at the pharmacy that they needed, we’d run down and get those. So, for the most
part, any need that a student had while they were in quarantine or isolation, it was our job to
figure out how do we either facility that? How do we help them with it? Sometimes it wouldn’t be
us doing it. So, we worked with some of the stores around town.
[0:18:01.5]
For example, Lee’s was really good to work with us. They sent up a whole free grocery delivery
code that any student who was in quarantine or isolation could use that and they could order
groceries and get them delivered for free from Lee’s. And so, those kinds of things, again, were
kind of what we were trying to think through.
TW:

Who were you reporting, you know, the numbers to and number of calls answered, the number of
medications picked up and delivered? Ellis Bruch? The Stabilization Committee? The president?

DP:

Yeah. So, mostly we were reporting that back to the Action Committee. So, Ellis and the
president, the Safety Committee, were all there and were aware of what we were doing and kind
of was a good spot for us to both talk about what we were doing. We were figuring it out as we
went. So, a lot of times, we were making requests for what kind of support or help that we needed
in those meetings. That’s where we were discussing it primarily. We were organized under
Student Affairs. So, Dr. James Morales was providing kind of the institutional. We used Business
Services and things like that through Student Affairs but it was more directly reported back in
those Action Committee meetings.

TW:

And did the CARES Team receive any COVID Relief funding?

DP:

Yes. So, all of the students who we hired to work for COVID CARE were paid for and funded
out of that CARE money and then some of the other just kind of incidental things that we needed.
We needed a vehicle for a while because we were running so many errands off campus. And so,
that was funded through COVID CARE money.

[0:20:02.3]
TW:

Any other memorable events of that first full academic year of, you know, Fall 2020-Spring of
2021, both in your role as the director of the Disability Resource Center or as a co-chair of the
COVID CARES Team?

DP:

Yeah. So, certainly both, right? Anytime you have an effort like this, where people in their typical
role have to take on substantial amounts of other work, the others inside their own office have to
step up and play just an incredible role. And my own staff in the DRC did such a fantastic job
with that. My assistant director at the time was [Darcie Astogard [?] and she really took over
management and overseeing the DRC because my time was primarily devoted to COVID CARE
during that. And that was a pretty big shift for the way we typically operate inside of our office.
So, the ability just to trust my own staff and to let them do the work there was awesome and they
did a fantastic job. The other thing that, you know, was I think the time where we really knew that
things were different was when, and I’m sure others have spoken of this as well, but was when
students had just returned to campus. They were in the residents’ halls and those waste water
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numbers had gone up to the point that they decided to do the mass testing over in the Student
Learning Center. And the COVID CARE Team was asked to be, again, one of the primary kind
of liaisons to the students themselves in explaining what was going on, helping them feel
comfortable about what we were about to do.
[0:22:01.7]
So, we were the ones doing quite a bit of work with Residence Life to organize kind of the
communications that would happen. We went with the individual RAs [resident assistants] as we
went floor to floor inside those buildings and we’re the ones to make the announcement about
kind of what was going to happen, to answer questions from students, trying to make sure that we
got a real consistent message. But also, that the message was delivered in a way that didn’t
heighten anxiety. So, some of the residence assistants were getting a little excited. You know, this
was a big kind of organizing event. And the ways that they started to communicate with students
were really well meaning but were heightening the anxiety for a lot of-here’s, you know,
freshmen, they’ve just left home for the first time. And so, we kind of tried to reign that back in
and we used some of our staff who maybe were a little more experienced dealing with students in
crisis who were maybe a little anxious and tried to communicate in ways that would bring that
down a bit. So, those first few days, helping students get on the bus, get to the IC [innovation
campus] facility to get those tests done. And then, again, to communicate with a few, it was only
a few who had ended up needing to be in isolation or quarantine. But that was our first experience
dealing with that. Now, we’ve got these in quarantine or isolation. What are we going to do? How
do we help them out? And that was our first chance to kind of build that but it happened in such a
big massive event type of a way. That was a good signal that the Fall semester was going to be
pretty interesting for us.
TW:

And it was interesting but as you’re having these discussions about the services you’re going to
provide, the mental health concerns, and the coordination of other support, what did most
conversations-were they white boarded?

[0:24:04.1]
I mean, who was around the table when you were trying to come up with solutions or possible
ways of being able to deal with the accommodations for students, the mental health concerns, the
dining services, and the delivery of three meals to everybody that’s quarantined or isolated?
DP:

Yeah. So, I actually don’t know what the initial discussions around that looked like because our
group hadn’t been formed yet. And that was one of the challenges actually, when we first started
to implement plans is the CARE Team came on fairly late in the planning for Fall semester.
Dining Services didn’t have a direct representative on the Action Committee. And so, it wasn’t
until we were actually trying to carry out services that we realized some of the gaps that existed.
And so, there was both work happening inside of the Action Committee to try and deal with some
of those. But to be honest, there was far more happening just in colleague-to-colleague
conversations as we realized, oh, crap, this isn’t working. We’ve got to figure something else out
that will kind of fill this gap. And Food Services was one of the spots where we would see that
most apparent, right? So, we realized pretty quickly that students were okay with a lot of stuff
kind of being rough and not as smooth and put together as it should be until it came to getting
their food, right? So, if you’re in isolation, you’re sitting in a dorm where you haven’t brought
much of your own food and all the sudden the meals that you thought were going to come don’t
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show up. That was a spot where we started hearing from students right away. And, again, we
were using software that had just recently been created.
[0:26:07.9]
Steve Funk and his group had worked really hard on developing the system that we called
Containment Now. And meal delivery was one of the spots that actually helped us in realizing
that some of the things that were built into that weren’t working in the way that we had hoped.
And it took us couple of weeks to figure those out. So, initially, a student would call and they
hadn’t gotten their food. It might not have been marked correctly in Containment Now. So, dining
services just didn’t even know that they were supposed to get food there. It was the COVID
CARE Team who was in charge of figuring out, all right, how do we get to-I spent one night
delivering Little Caesars pizzas all night long. I think we went through about 35 pizzas just trying
to get food to people. We did that for a couple of weeks. Eventually, Dining Services came up
with some good ways to get food to students to food who maybe got missed on that list. And
within a few weeks it had been fixed in the Containment Now system. But that’s just one example
of a number of things that we realized in the system weren’t quite working in part because there
wasn’t a chance to do a lot of testing, right? The team who was building out all of these structures
through the summer were primarily kind of high-level administrators and not the ones who
eventually were going to be on the ground carrying it out. And so, it wasn’t until we got to that
level that you realized some of the gaps that were there.
TW:

And you were able to work through those gaps and it all shaped out in the end?

DP:

Absolutely. Yeah. I think the nice thing was-well, there was certainly some frustration from
students. They were actually much better about handling it all and dealing with the fact that we
were figuring this out as we went than I think we anticipated.

[0:28:09.9]
We had expected far more kind of frustration. We actually anticipated more mental health
challenges to be expressed by students than we ended up getting. For the most part, students
during that first semester were in pretty good spirits. At times, when we came in and required
them to go for testing, they weren’t thrilled about some of that. But those in quarantine and
isolation, for the most part, were pretty positive. There were some rare exceptions. What was
interesting is it was often parents who were feeling a little more frustrated, right? So, we would
get phone calls from parents whose kids were in quarantine or isolation and they were maybe a
little more questioning of how Utah State was handling things. But the students themselves were
really good to work with.
TW:

In that first year? So-

DP:

Yeah.

TW:

The State Legislator in the Legislative Session of 2021, early on decided or passed some new
laws. One was the slack in the mask mandate so that it wasn’t an actual requirement at a certain
date, I think it was late Spring of 2021. Social distancing guidelines also were modified. They
also passed a law stating that all publicly funded universities in the state of Utah would provide
75 to 80% of the classes that they had offered in the Fall of 2019, face to face, to be offered face
to face in the Fall of ’21. What did that mean for the DRC and for the COVID CARES Team?
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[0:30:00.5]
DP:

Yeah. So, for the DRC, we certainly saw an increase in the number of students who were
immunocompromised requesting accommodations that would allow them to participate in all of
their classes remotely, despite the fact that they were being held face to face. And given the fact
that we didn’t have the same kind of protocols and protections in place in the classroom,
obviously we needed to approve and facilitate more of those. So, figuring out ways that in a faceto-face class that it would still have a recorded or a Zoom option was important. That was the
primary thing inside of the Disability and Resource Center. For the COVID CARE Team, in the
weeks just prior to Fall semester, the Case Containment Team was coming up with a plan to try
and better monitor any spread that might happen inside of the classroom. So, throughout the
previous year where we had the ability to social distance students and we had masks in place, we
really hadn’t seen very much spread within the classroom. But now that fall was going to be so
different and we were going to be back to sitting students fairly close to each other and we knew
that some would be masked and others not, we knew that the chances of spread inside the
classroom were going to be far higher. So, Case Containment was thinking about ways that they
might require on a class-by-class basis for a course to move online and to go remote. In the initial
iteration of that plan, we took a look at it in our CARE Team and were pretty concerned about the
number of classes that it seemed would go remote fairly quickly.

[0:32:01.5]
And so, we were the group who first proposed putting into place a seating chart and working with
AIS who developed a tool inside of Canvas that would allow students to enter what seat they
were sitting in. And then we worked with John Mortensen to go into every classroom all over
campus and to put in place a grid system, essentially, and even just figuring that out was kind of
interesting because what we knew that we needed was something that didn’t just identify where
you were in that class but that would work essentially like an algorithm so that if it were entered
into the computer system, the computer could just see the person who may have been positive and
do a radius search and find anybody who sat near them. And that had to apply regardless of the
configuration of seats inside of a class. So, in some classrooms, Huntsman Hall for example, we
have more ‘U’ shaped desks and seats. In others, we have auditoriums that fan out and in others
it’s a more straight kind of a configuration. So, essentially, we had to figure out, how do we build
it using-we kept using the analogy of Battleship where you’d have, you know, letters and
numbers. And once you set that grid up, as long as you knew the one seat there, the computer
could just, through an algorithm, see anybody who’d sat near them. So, we kind of came up with
that idea and then spent the next two weeks about putting on stickers. Initially, that was in the
week before school started but we were still, during that first week of classes, walking class to
class, putting stickers on all of those desks.
[0:34:02.5]
So, that was probably our biggest change moving into to Fall semester was trying to implement
that. During that period, we weren’t getting near as many. During the first year, our phones and
our email were busy all day long and we had staff working on the weekends and on the evenings
to answer those calls and provide those services. By the second year, students who were in
quarantine or isolation kind of knew the game by then. So, we weren’t needing to do quite as
much in terms of answering phones and providing those kind of services. So, we actually scaled
USU COVID-19 2022: DAVID PRUDEN
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down the number of employees we had on the COVID CARE Team a little bit. And I also
brought in, to manage and to help oversee things, in the first year, we had tried using some
employees that we kind of borrowed from other offices. And having those people who were there
all day long to interact with students and supervise our hourly employees helped a lot. So, we had
borrowed an employee from online education, Dan Allred, who played that role in the first year.
In the second year, I used some of my DRC staff to do that. So, Audrey Worthen, typically would
be my testing coordinator and really, she was spending most of her day as kind of the manager or
supervisor over the COVID CARE Team. And we were just down to three hourly employees
through that year because we just didn’t have near the demand.
TW:

How would you evaluate or express the mental health of the members of the COVID CARES
Team: you, Morgan, as well as your hourlies? First year, second year, and its entirety?

[0:36:00.0]
DP:

Yeah. So, the first year was maybe a little bit more of a challenge. And we tried to help the
student employees who we hired understand that this was going to be a little bit different than a
lot of jobs on campus because we couldn’t give them a really clear list of here’s what your job
duties are and here’s what a typical day is going to look like. When we were in the process of
hiring them, we were still trying to figure out what exactly they were going to do. And some
handled that really well and for others that was a little bit more of a challenge. So, once they got
on to the job, dealing with students who sometimes were pretty upset themselves or taking those
frustrated phone calls from parents maybe isn’t quite what they thought they were getting into.
And so, we had a few who it was a little bit of a challenge for. And building into their work
routines, some ways to deal with that, was really important. That’s probably what prompted us
initially to realize that we needed a full-time person who was sitting there with them. Like I
mentioned, Dan Allred, ended up playing that role because Morgan, Walton, and I who were the
chairs, we just had too much to do with more administrative tasks to play that role. And once Dan
came in, then the mental health and just the work satisfaction of things improved a lot amongst
our team because all the sudden they had somebody to joke with and to talk to, to vent a little bit
and so things were pretty good after that. But there were some challenges initially.

TW:

We interviewed Cindy Gill from the Containment Team and that team actually created like a
slack channel for the joke of the day or doing something somewhat social and funny to distract
people from what was going on. Where there any kinds of similar things going on with the
COVID CARES Team and your hourlies?

[0:38:01.2]
DP:

Yeah. So, Cindy’s team was always working remote. And so, I think having real formal ways to
do some of that was helpful for her team. Our team was lucky because we were all situated in one
office together and so we didn’t have as many formal ways of doing it. It was more of those
conversations and kind of the joking around. And frankly, the ability just to hear when somebody
had a tough call and needed to have some group support, that made a big difference.

TW:

Where was the COVID CARES Team located?

DP:

So, they moved up into the space that is traditionally the CARE Office which is up on the third
floor of the TSC [Taggart Student Center]. The CARE office at that time, it traditionally had two
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employees working out of there but one was working remotely. So really, Morgan was the only
person with a set office inside of there which left two fairly large spaces for us to fill in. And I
happened to have a whole lot of old computers in the DRC that we brought over. So, we probably
set up eight or so workstations. And even though we were still in COVID protocol, where we
were supposed to have employees kind of distanced out, we did that as best we could but we had
them packed in there, you know, as tight as we could while still claiming to have our COVID
protocol in place.
TGRW: So, you work with some of the most vulnerable students that attend Utah State. Do you have any
specific stories of student’s trial and triumphs during the pandemic that you’d like to share?
DP:

You know, when the group of students who we saw struggled the most, and who, I think some
learned a lot during the transition, were students who struggle with executive function tasks.

[0:40:08.1]
So, those would be students with pretty significant ADHD [attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder] or students who were on the Autism Spectrum. And they rely a lot of the end class
interaction with faculty and with other students to help them organize and remember what they
need to do for class to get things done. When all the sudden in March, everything was online,
those students are ones who would never sign up voluntarily for an online class. It’s just not a
good learning style for them at all. And that was a real challenge for many of them. And so,
again, we tried to provide what kind of assistance we could but it was pretty limited at a distance.
But I’ve talked to a lot of them since who’ve spoken about some of the new techniques and skills
that they had to develop in dealing with those online classes without that support. And they’ve
talked about how many of those things they’re keeping moving forward. And I think that’s true
for a lot of us, right? My office has certainly figured that out, that there are things that we did
during the pandemic that we’re keeping moving forward. Our processes that we developed for
converting classes so quickly to be accessible online, it is just a new thing that will stay around.
And I hear that from a lot of students, right? That they did things in that transition when they
were trying to figure it out that they realized, oh, wow, this really works well for me. I found a
spot of real deficit but I found some ways to deal with it. And that was a neat thing to watch and I
think a nice growth that’s come out of the pandemic.
[0:42:00.6]
TGRW: So, speaking broadly to your experiences, what have been the lessons you’ve taken away from
this personally and professionally?
DP:

I think there’d be a number of things. So, we have been talking a lot inside of our office about
how for years we’ve tried to help the campus community and faculty in particular understand an
individual student’s need for adjustments and that individualizing things for them was important.
And we saw more understanding and shift in that regard in a few months of the pandemic than
we’ve seen in the prior 10 years of my career, right? All the sudden, everybody was realizing that
when somebody’s, you know, in quarantine or isolation, or when somebody’s actually got
COVID and they’re feeling ill, that we need to provide some pretty individualized assistance and
that we want them still to be able to access school. And all the sudden, we saw faculty come up
with strategies that were awesome. They worked really, really well and, again, those are things
that we’re trying to now build on and help faculty keep in place because they’re exactly what we
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wanted for a long time. So, that piece was nice to see. The other is, again, it just brought home to
us the importance of having things accessible from the beginning. So, we never know when we
might need to make a shift like this again. And doing it when things have been designed correctly
in the first place makes it so much easier when all the sudden everybody needs to access it
electronically. But the other is, and I’m sure you’re hearing this from a lot of individuals who
you’re talking to, is that idea of what you can accomplish when a whole team is coming together
and thinking it through and planning it and trying to really take into account what’s in the best
interest of the students, what’s in the best interest of faculty and of staff members, and then are
working in a real collaborative and cooperative way to make that happen.
[0:44:22.1]
So, I think we saw things that got accomplished in short periods of time that outside of the
pandemic, we would’ve thought never could happen or moved so quickly. We often think of a
university as being a fairly slow-moving body and in this case, the ability for people to act on the
fly, worked really well. But a lot of why that was able to happen was because of those preexisting
relationships with colleagues, right? That some of those things, like I mentioned, happened inside
of formal meetings like the Action Committee. But a whole of lot of that happened just because
people knew each other, felt comfortable calling them up, you could grab somebody on Zoom
really quickly, and it also took a lot of people who were willing to take feedback about something
that they had worked hard to develop and now people were coming back and saying, oh, it’s not
quite working right. And that ability to just be open and okay with that was really fantastic and is
something that as a professional myself, I want to incorporate more, right? I think we saw a lot of
things that we were able to do because people were so willing to not-nobody was protecting what
they had built. Everybody was opening it up to everybody and letting everybody put feedback in
and working really collaboratively that way. In ways that I hadn’t probably seen as much of the
university before and that I hope to engage in more moving forward.
[0:46:02.3]
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic at
Utah State University?

DP:

You know, the only thing that I would say is certainly nobody wants an event like this. But I
think there’s been so much good that’s actually come out of it. I’m grateful for the opportunity to
have been on the COVID CARE Team, to have had a chance to work with students through all of
this, and to now be working with faculty and administrators to build on the good things that
we’ve learned. So, to be able to take all of this and now move it to some positive growth things is
kind of exciting.

TW:

Mr. Pruden, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences during
the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

DP:

Thank you.

TGRW: Thank you.
[End recording – 0:46:54.6]
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